Strategic plans, which cover a wide range of processes such as including analyzing inner and outer environment, determining objectives, planning, implementing and evaluating, have been used as a managerial tool for organizations since 1960s. Under heavy competitive environment and political/economic uncertainties of countries, it is possible to say that it becomes a necessity to have strategic plans in order to overcome possible obstacles, set competitive advantage and achieve corporate goals. Due to their crucial position with the managerial team, corporate communication departments of organizations play a key role during implementation of strategic plans in various phases. Aim of this study is to understand the role of corporate communication units during different stages of strategic plans in top level companies. In this study, after giving brief information about strategic planning and its advantages to organizations, role of corporate communication departments in strategic management process will be discussed. Later, strategic planning practices of city of Kayseri's companies that were in the top 1000 in Istanbul Chamber of Industry list in 2015 will be focused in terms of corporate communication axis. Only 16 companies accepted to participate in the study although 28 companies existed in the list. Study showed that besides its various benefits, companies found strategic planning as a bureaucratic and time-demanding activity. Most of the companies didn't share their strategic plans in their corporate web-sites. Meetings and e-mails were the most popular tools while communicating shareholders in every stage of plans. Majority of the companies had crisis management, social responsibility and corporate reputation strategies in their plans; however, only a small group had sponsorship strategies.
INTRODUCTION
Throughout the history, strategies have been an inseparable element for human beings in their struggle for existence, and as societies grew and conflicts aroused between different groups, strategies were mainly used for military purposes (Shahin, 2011: 13) . Strategic plans, which was firstly implemented by private sector in 1960s and started to be used by public sector within 20 years (Gurer, 2006:93) , has been accepted by organizations as an important managerial tool to overcome obstacles and achieve goals in highly demanding and competitive environment. From various definitions in the literature, Berry (1994:323) defined strategic planning as "a disciplined effort to produce fundamental decisions and actions that define what an organizations is, what it does and why it does it." With strategic plans, current mission and environmental conditions are brought together to guide future decisions of organizations (Greene et al, 1985:536) . It is a process of identifying a route map by selecting the most suitable alternative that emerged after various stages of analyses. From the beginning to the implementation stages of strategic planning, it requires comprehensive and timedemanding activities including lots of bureaucratic works, powerful leadership actions and effective communication practices between various units and stakeholders. Since it is recognized as an important tool to reach organizational medium and long term goals, it is being widely used by many organizations in both public and private sectors despite of its complex structure.
STRATEGIC PLANS AND THEIR BENEFITS TO ORGANIZATIONS
Strategic plans differ from other plans in various ways. First of all it is a long-run plan when compared with others; therefore they provide a guideline that defines boundaries of other short-run plans of the organization. Moreover, strategic plans have a more complex structure since their scope, flow and process cover lots of data and information. Furthermore, they are proactive whereas short term plans can be reactive for some unexpected developments (Gurer, 2006: 98) .
Strategic plans are formulated to answer these three questions: -Where are we now? -Where do we want to go? -How can we get there? Strategic plans involve comprehensive studies in all planning, implementation and evaluation phases. Main work can be summarized in seven steps: (1) defining current situation (2) evaluation of inner and outer environment, (3) formulation of new mission, (4) transferring new mission to strategic goals, (5) formulating strategies and routes for action (6) implementing and (7) evaluating (Gadiesh and Gilbert, 1998:139-147) .
Strategic plans bring various benefits that can be addressed in two groups as financial and nonfinancial (Fred, 2011: 16-19) . For financial benefits, a visible improvement in sales, profitability and productivity is expected due proactive studies during the preparation of strategic plans. All economic conjuncture, situations of competitors, technological developments, etc. are taken into consideration while preparing the plan and it prepares companies for fluctuations and minimizes all sources of Besides it benefits to the organization, strategic plans also bring some difficulties with its comprehensive process structure. Some of the prominent difficulties can be listed as follows: doing strategic plan only for presentation to external inspection bodies, being very busy with existing problems instead of plan, seeing the plan as an unnecessary bureaucratic work, being too formal and strict in planning process, managerial team's conflicting behaviors with the plan and inability of solving coordination, cooperation, motivation, participation and reluctance problems. And reluctance problems can be caused by several reasons such as lack of experience with strategic plans, having some doubts with the plan, additional costs, additional efforts to carry on, previous unsuccessful experiences, fear of uncertainty, fear of failure and seeing plan as a waste of time (Fred, 2011:16-19 
ROLE OF CORPORATE COMMUNICATION IN STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS
Corporate communication, which undertakes all kinds of communication activities related to the organization, aims at contributing corporate's long term reputation by providing harmonious, cooperative, democratic and consistent communication between internal and external target groups. According to Solmaz (2007:28) , corporate communication covers all communication activities within organization such as image shaping, contributing changes in organization, building institutional culture, developing media and investor relations, determining general communication policies and providing leadership. The corporate communication units provide creative and persuasive solutions for achieving long and short-term goals of organizations, as well as contributing to develop strategies against internal and external crises (Uludag, 2008:101-102) . Crises are special cases that threaten existence and future of organizations and should be immediately reacted (Fidan and Gulsunler, 2003: 466) . With all these key functions, it plays a crucial role in strategic management process.
During planning process, corporate communication units should act with a communication strategy consistent with company's strategies. It is expected from corporate communication units to engage organization's leaders as role models within strategic management bring together leaders, managers and employees and manage a communication strategy for the execution of the process (Steyn, 2004:168-183) . Moreover a healthy communication should be established with external stakeholders during the execution of the plan.
As it is seen, strategic management process requires continuous interaction between various stakeholders from inside and outside the organization in all phases. This interaction can be achieved with a strong communication strategy that synthesizes the data obtained from internal and external environment in an adaptive and interpretive way instead of concrete and linear approaches. After that, priorities are determined and strategic communication plan is created. Finally actions are taken for external and internal stake holders like media, investors, employees and government (Steyn, 2004:168 -183) .
Since strategic management is not a clear and step by step linear process, it requires a constant interaction with stakeholders (Wells, 1996) Videotape and teleconference are communication tools that will help the remote target group to reach the message effectively and e-mails will help to convey the plan and process expeditiously (Wells, 570 wire and metal sector and 2 of them were operating in textile sector. Other sectors that took part in our study with one company were iron and steel, food, energy, household appliances and polyurethane foam. 5 of the companies were operating less than 15 years and again 5 of them were functioning between 16 and 30 years. 3 companies had a past of 31-45 years and there were also 3 companies operating more than 46 years. When number of employees were analyzed, 5 had 100-500, 4 had 501-100, 3 had 1001-1500 and 3 had 1501-2000 employees. Only one company had employees in 2500-3000 range. All the companies under the study had strategic plan experience in different levels, 87,5% had ongoing strategic plan (they were in the planning stage) and 12,5% of the companies' strategic plan was in implementation stage. 81% had previous strategic plan experience and 19% had no strategic plan in previous years. Mainly mid-level administrators answered the questionnaire. 25% of the respondents were top level administrators like board member, general manager and vice-general manager, whereas 75% of the respondents were directors of various units (Table 1) . 
Existence of Strategic Plan on Web Site
Internet access to strategic plans is an indicator of transparency of managerial activities. Companies were asked whether their strategic plans could be reached in their web sites or not. It was seen that most (70%) of the companies didn't share their plans on their websites (Table 3) . 
Findings on the Evaluation of Corporate Communication Activities during Strategic Plans
In this part of the study companies' participatory, cooperative and adaptive sides were tried to understand. Participatory approach is believed to bring success to strategic plans. Participation should not be limited to executives' contributions but should also take into consideration all-level executives' and employees' thoughts and opinions. The companies were asked to learn whether they adopted this approach or not. It was seen that all the companies except one, adopted participatory approach during strategic plan. Not surprisingly, all of the companies' senior executives contributed to the planning process, whereas 14 out of 16 (87.5%) companies' mid-level executives' contributions were taken into consideration. Only 50% of companies paid regard to all employees' contributions and suggestions, which could not be an ideal situation. Nevertheless, 15 of 16 companies (93.8%) stated that in a case of a problem within the organization, all the employees could contribute to solve it. It was seen that companies accepted opinions and suggestions from employees during some problems but they were not eager to involve all of them into the strategic planning process actively although they stated that they adopted participatory approach in strategic plans. Outside the organization, there are customers and general public that should be paid regard during strategic planning process. 13 of 16 companies (81.2%) indicated that taking into consideration the general publics' expectations from their company shaped their strategies; however, customers' expectations were much more effective in determining strategies since all of the respondents stated that they shaped strategies according to customers. During the implementation stage, 93.8% of companies believed that all the employees were conscious and determined, and all of them stated that there were cooperation between all employees and all departments. All the respondents expressed that in order to increase participation, cooperation and solidarity; corporate communication unit provided some activities like seminars and meetings. All of the companies, except one (93.8%) stated that their strategic plans are adaptive to some unexpected developments (Table 4) . 16 100 ----…there is enough cooperation between different departments.
16 100 ----…seminars/meetings are organized to increase participation, cooperation and solidarity.
16 100 ----…an adaptive approach is adopted for unexpected developments 15 93.8 1 6.2 --
Findings on Views about Strategic Plan
All of the companies believed that strategic plan increased communication within organization; it also provided self-confidence to staff, contributed formation of corporate culture and helped organization to improve their self-knowledge. Moreover, 93.8% of the respondents agreed that strategic plan provided increased motivation on employees, helped to reach corporate targets, improved ability to foresee possible threats and developed understanding of transparency within organization. Again, majority of respondents (87.5%) believed that strategic plans prepared companies to get ready for external fluctuations. Besides all these positive sides, a prominent result of the study was that all respondents were agree that strategic plans demands lots of time and 87.5% of them claimed that it requires too much bureaucratic work (Table 5) . 
Findings on Existence of Corporate Communication Strategies
Questions related to existence of corporate communication activities in strategic plans were asked to companies. It was seen that most of the them had crisis management, social responsibility and corporate reputation strategies in their strategic plans (having the rates of 87.5%, 81.2% and 81.2% respectively); whereas only 25% of the firms had sponsorship strategies (Table 6 ). 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Increased competitive environment brought the necessity of strategic management for companies. With the help of strategic management, organizations enhance their capability to overcome possible threats, see and take the advantage of opportunities by taking into consideration their strengths and weaknesses. With their strategic plans, organizations not only increase their financial benefits, but also develop their organizational, participative and communicative skills. Therefore, many organizations both in private and public sectors apply strategic management to have such benefits.
Of course this comprehensive process requires interactive, participative and dynamic communication among various groups within and outside the organization. In this study we tried to see corporate communication departments' activities during strategic planning process of corporate companies located in Kayseri and placed among top 1000 industrial establishments in Turkey.
Among 28 establishments, which were listed in top 1000 industrial establishments list, 16 of them accepted to participate in the study. Findings of the study are listed below: -All the companies in the study are operating in manufacturing industry. -Almost 70% of firms are operating more than 15 years. -19% of the companies had no previous strategic plan experience before -In all stages of strategic plan meetings and the e-mails were the most popular communication tools, whereas posters, brochures and videoconferences were the least preferred ones. -Only 30% of the companies shared their strategic plans in their websites. -All the companies stated that they adopted participatory approach during strategic planning and mostly senior and mid-level executives' contributions were taken into account, whereas only 50% of them involve employees in all level during the planning process. However, 93.8% of organizations accept all the employees' contribution when a problem occurs during implementation of planning. -Customers' expectations were all taken into account in shaping strategic plans and this rate is 81.2% for considering general public's opinions. It is possible to say that all companies believed in the benefits of strategic plans in financial and nonfinancial ways but they accepted that it was a time and effort demanding activity. Companies mainly involved senior and mid-level executives in all strategic planning stages, and only half of them involve all employees; however, in case of problems, all employees' contributions were accepted. Communication with stakeholders was mainly provided through meetings and e-mails. Although they highly believed in strategic plans' contribution to transparent understanding of management, only 30% of them shared the plan in their website.
Although companies in the study were aware of the benefits of strategic plans to their companies in terms of financial and human resources aspects, they admitted that this process is highly timedemanding. These obstacles can only be overcome with a strong, adaptive and interpretive strategic communication plans which enable continuous interaction between all the stakeholders from inside and outside the organization during the whole process. The stakeholders should be included in the process with motivating, supportive and persuasive approaches by using various communication tools. With a successful strategic communication plan, it could be said that achieving corporate goals becomes easily and more effectively.
This study examined Kayseri's top level companies' strategic plan experiences, views and obstacles with the context of their corporate communication activities to understand and guide future planning activities. For future studies, the research can be carried to a further comprehensive dimension by extending it to all companies existed in top 500 or 1000 lists. By this way it would be possible to achieve more guiding results to evaluate the existing role of corporate communication departments in strategic planning studies and develop more comprehensive recommendations for successful plans.
